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TITLE: Slobaum' s Well: An Oral Historic Account of a South Central 
Kent\lCkY Suicide 
In gathering information for a survey of the place names of 
Wayne County, Kentucky, I frequently came upon references to a 
feature known as Slobaum's Well (Slo'bhmz) on an otherwise 
unidentified hill just west of the Pine Cliff and Low Gap, about 
"' a mile due south east of the Sunnybrook Post Office . It was 
here, my informants told me , that Earl Slobaum shot into the 
can of nitroglycerine and blew himself up. 
This event interested me to the extent that I sought out 
additional informants to learn the complete story of what 
happened on that snowy, bitterly cold morning in January, 1910. 
Since I have found no newspaper accounts of the event nor come 
across any other published reports of it, I have had to rely 
solely on the oral testimony of over a dozen persons in south 
western Wayne County, some of whom were present at or near the 
scene and others who had heard of the event from other eye-
witnesses. What follows is an analysis of the event ~nd the 
verbatim accounts of some of my informants, with the obvious 
inaccuracies and omissions due to imperfect memory . 
Most informants agreed the man ' s name was Slobaum, though 
none even ventured to spell it. A few identified him as Earl 
S O 
• • 1 
lobaum. ne informant, though, called him Newsbaum, and 
s-
another, Slocomb. 
* fourteen air miles ssw of the square at Monticello , Wayne ' s 
county seat. 
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Q. "Now how do you spell his name?" 
A. "I dont know that, never having seen it written. It's 
something that I've heard by word of mouth ever since I've heard 
Of it• II ~ 
No one was sure precisely where he came from . Some claimed 
they never knew. Others thought he lived in Burnside (just 
south of Somerset in Pulaski County) 1 or in Somerset itself 
(Pulaski's county seat) v.~, 7 or even Monticello.~ Nor is 
there agreement on when the event took place . Robert Bertram, 
whose account seems to be the most complete, is fairly sure it 
'-I 
occurred on January 16, 1910 (but this was a Sunday , and would 
men be working that day?) Other informants seemed content to 
suggest "sometime in the early twentieth century'} "50 or 60 
'?, 
years ago", "I dont know the date now; it would have been 
roughly , I would say, around 19 and 15 or somewhere in that 
vicinity." t, 
Most of the informants agreed on the l ocation of the hill 
(though one thought it was near the top of the unidentified 
hill west of Wind Cave , about a quarter of a mile north east 
of the location I gave in my opening paragraph)~. But no one 
knew the name of the hill and most doubted it even has a name. 
Robert Bertram claimed the well was then located on the I.L. 
Neal farm and "now (1975) is owned by Opal Lowe." 'f 
I t was also the consensus of informants that Slobaum was a 
well shooter , on hire by area oil companies, and had come 
down from Somerset t he night before at the request of Earl 
Mcilhaney , a driller: Like most of his contemporaries, Slobaum 
. 
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carried his own nitroglycerine on a spring wagon to minimize 
the vibrations that would cause a premature explosion of this 
unstable substance. 
There was also substantial agreement that he took his own 
life. Oil drillers and others discussing the incident over 
• • y 0 the years have agreed that it was a deliberate act. ne 
eyewitness actually warned him not to do it.t ? 
"They think it was over family problems but no one really 
knows. 11 'I 
Most of my other informants agreed. The night Slobaum 
arrived he is said to hav~ telephoned his wife from the Sunny-
brook store. Receiving no answer, he called a neighbor to 
learn that she was having an affair with another man.
7 
The accounts of the event itself also seemed to be in 
essential agreement. 
"They was fixing to shoot that well with nitroglycerine 
W7..S and it-\(a) cold morning, awfully cold •••• It (the nitro-
glycerine) wouldnt pour •••• He was drunk and he went to 
throwing the cans. In place of carrying them out there 
he was picking them up and throwing them out towards the 
boiler •••• And he shot through that can of glycerine ••• 
and t hat was it.•• J 
"He had 60 quarts of nitroglycerine and they drilled an 
oil well around there and they were going to shoot the 
well •••• And he was drunk. And he was having family 
trouble, too, so they say, and he just decided that he'd 
have a big goin '. So he just picked these quarts of 
glycerine up and he aimed to throw ' em off at the well 
there •••• And when he saw they wasn~ going to fire or 
explode ••• he just drew his pistol and shot through one 
of the cans." ~ 
"The next morning, though it was snowing hard and was 
very cold, people gathered to witness the shooting. He 
loaded his 44 pistol and pushed it down into his boot 
top, said if things didnt suit him he'd blow himself up. 
e 
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Been drinking and was very angry. He went to the 
well. Tied his mules to the rail fence and started 
to shoot the well. He picked up a can of glycerine 
and threw it off the wagon . But it didnt explode 
because it was frozen . I f it hadnt been it would 
have killed everyone on that mountain . Everyone ~ 
started running but him. It finally exploded •••• " 
"The snow was just a - fallin ' ••• and he (Slobaurn) got 
up there with his wagon team ••• and he went to throwing 
this gl ycerine , you know. O.D. Bertram (l ater the 
Sunnybrook postmaster) and Otha Dalton--they ran a-
hollerin ' not to do it, not to do it . And he turned 
••• and took his pistol and when he went to shootin ', 
why he blowed all that glycerine, blowed his wagon to 
splinters , blowed his team away .... .. 7 
11They said he took his horses and led them out of the 
way and shot into the container of glycerine and blew 
himself up ." 1 
"It ( the nitroglycerine) blowed a hole out of the 
ground there as deep as this ceiling (about 6} feet 
high) and as big as from the end of the counter there 
back to the door" (15 to 20 feet, referring to the 
dimensions of the Chestnut Grove , Ky. store where this 
interview took place). 3 
Curiously , said the informants , none of the twenty or 
more eyewitnesses to the shooting were killed or seriously 
injured by the explosion. 
11 When he started throwing the glyceri ne out , they 
scattered and they got away . 11 <;, 
"All the rest run off . I t knocked a lot of them down 
as they ran off but he (Slobaum) was the only one that 
got killed. He was blown to pieces ." 3 
"Omar Bertram (Robert's father) was nearest to t he 
explosion. He ran and the blast knocked him down , 
causing a minor concussion. Someone shouted at him, 
aski ng him if he was hurt. He hollered no and pulled 
himself up by a r ail fence •••• Albert Bertram and two 
old oil drillers had been to the well and left before 
the explosion . When it occurred , they were half a mile 
away . One remarked that there ' s not a man l iving 
there . They turned their horses around and ran back to 
the well and found that no one else was hurt but the 
shooter ." .., 
But what of Slobaum? 
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"They had to wait a week for the heavy snow to 
melt before they could begin to search for him. 
They found the cylinder out of the revolver. 
(It) had one empty shell . They said he was 
bound to have fired it into the glycerine . n •{ 
"We found his pistol way back under the derrick 
floor and the handle was blowed off of it. And 
they was one shot fired from it ... "3 
"He was blown to bi ts. His ring was later found ... 7 
"And we went around there just as quick as we could 
get there . Boy, there was pieces of him scattered 
all over that hill there." l 
"He was blown to pieces. The biggest piece I saw 
of him was a piece of his collarbone. And his 
hand and the back of his head was blown off." '3 
"And they just found little pieces of him all over 
the mountainside up there." b 
"It is said that the only remains of Slobaum that 
were found were one arm and shoulder attached to 
his head.•• '-f 
Another popular concern in the accounts of the explosion 
is the range or distance it was heard or felt by others. 
"People are sure the explosion was heard all over 
the county. It's been reported it was heard even 
in Somerset (some 33 air miles nne)." Lf 
"And the shock was so great •••• Charles (Bertram , 
now a storekeeper in nearby Chestnut Grove) and 
Benton were out on that mountainside ••• across this 
next holler over here, and he said they heard the 
explosion and he says it was a tremendous explo-
sion, and within a few seconds after they heard it , 
t he shock waves hit them and knocked them down on 
this mountain clear back over here. It must have 
been tremendous --well , 60 quarts of nitroglycerine 
--you can imagine the kind of an explosion." i 
" 
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Romer Denney said he heard it in Tuggle Hollow 
(some 3 air miles north west) . 
"We thought it was a big clap of thunder •••• 
And they heard it plumb down into Cumberland 
( t he Cumberland River , some 15 miles north) - -
Russell County •••• Scared a man ' s hor se •• • • I 
remember that as good as I do today. I started 
on an ol d red mule we had at the mill; and that 
snow just a- foggin ' after the bomb (sic) went 
off . I had been up to mill on my mule and I run 
across t he mail boy ••• Jim Ab Catron ' s boy •••• and 
I said , ' Well, have you heard that Sl obaum ' s 
been done in life? ' ' Yes ,' he said , ' it ' s a 
s l ow one , but he final ly di d bum hissel f .' That' s 
what he told me ." 7 
''It was earl y one morning ; I was in the barnloft 
a - throwin ' feed down to the cattle when that went 
off . Boys , listen- -it seemed that every tree on 
this hill f elt it •••• I jumped out of the barnloft . 
And mother--she was a- milking- -ran , said ' Lord 
have mercy ,' said , ' there ' s an earthquake .' And 
I ran out here to the mill--! was just a boy , you 
know , scared to death . I run up to my daddy and 
asked him ' What in the world was that? ' He said 
' Sam shot his old musket and bust it.' He 
then thought they fired the empty cannon since it 
was off of the ground , you know." 3 
Otherwise factual accounts of local happenings often 
include el ements of the s upernatural . In one such account 
of Slobaum ' s suicide this popular ghostloric theme 
appeared: 
"That ni ght the man (not identified) ••• had a dream 
that Slobaum came to his house • •• said he jumped up 
and down the house and told him where his hand was 
with the gold ring on it , and when this snow went 
off , they went and found the hand with the gold 
ring on it where Slobaum told 'em it was . " 7 
And what of the well itself? Though it had been producing 
a fair amount of oil till Slobaum was commissioned to widen 
it , further attempts to exploit it were abandoned after 
the explosion. 
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Conclusion: I n the last analysis , this event seemed 
to mean very littrle to the l ocal informants . It was 
merely a story to be recalled or related usually when 
prompted by another (as I did when I asked the name of 
a certain geographic feature and , later , when I asked 
specifically about t his event) . Since Slobaum was not 
a local person and had no known kin in the area, there 
was none of the usual hesit ancy about going into the 
gory details of his demise as when one would wish to 
• spare the descendants of a local person the recall of 
an unpleasant event . In fact, I had the impression that 
my informants rather enjoyed their accounts of this 
l ocal incident , perhaps s i nce they or some close relatives 
had been at the scene or had heard or felt the explosion. 
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